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synthetic material such as a polymer that is naturally hydro-
phobic or a polymer that is hydrophobically modified. The
synthetic bead can be made of glass having a coating or
polysiloxane. The synthetic beads can be placed in flotation
cell containing a mixture of water, collector molecules, valu-
able material and unwanted material or in a pipeline where the
mixture is transported from one location to another. The col-
lector chemical can be xanthates. The enriched synthetic
beads carrying the mineral particles are separated from the
unwanted materials in the mixture. The mineral particles are
then released from the synthetic beads by means of low pH
treatment, ultrasonic agitation, thermal or electromagnetic
treatment.
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SYNTHETIC BUBBLES OR BEADS HAVING
HYDROPHOBIC SURFACE

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

The present application corresponds to international patent
application serial no. PCT/US2012/039596, filed 25 May
2012, which claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional Patent
Application No. 61/489,893, filed 25 May 2011, and U.S.
Provisional Patent Application No. 61/533,544, filed 12 Sep.
2011, which are both incorporated by reference in their
entirety.

This application is also related to the following eight PCT
applications, which are all concurrently filed on 25 May
2012, which all claim the benefit of the aforementioned U.S.
Provisional Patent Application No. 61/489,893, filed 25 May
2011, and the aforementioned U.S. Provisional Patent Appli-
cation No. 61/533,544, filed 12 Sep. 2011, and which are all
incorporated by reference in their entirety so as to include the
subject matter of each other, as follows:

PCT application no. PCT/US12/39528, entitled “Flotation
separation using lightweight synthetic bubbles and
beads;”

PCT application no. PCT/US12/39524, entitled “Mineral
separation using functionalized polymer membranes;”

PCT application no. PCT/US12/39540, entitled “Mineral
separation using sized, weighted and magnetized
beads;”

PCT application no. PCT/US12/39576, entitled “Synthetic
bubbles/beads functionalized with molecules for attract-
ing or attaching to mineral particles of interest;”

PCT application no. PCT/US12/39591, entitled “Method
and system for releasing mineral from synthetic bubbles
and beads;”

PCT application no. PCT/US12/39631, entitled “Mineral
separation using functionalized filters and membranes;”

PCT application no. PCT/US12/39655, entitled “Mineral
recovery in tailings using functionalized polymers;” and

PCT application no. PCT/US12/39658, entitled “Tech-
niques for transporting synthetic beads or bubbles In a
flotation cell or column.”

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Technical Field

This invention relates generally to a method and apparatus
for separating valuable material from unwanted material in a
mixture, such as a pulp slurry.

2. Background of the Invention

In many industrial processes, flotation is used to separate
valuable or desired material from unwanted material. By way
of'example, in this process a mixture of water, valuable mate-
rial, unwanted material, chemicals and air is placed into a
flotation cell. The chemicals are used to make the desired
material hydrophobic and the air is used to carry the material
to the surface of the flotation cell. When the hydrophobic
material and the air bubbles collide they become attached to
each other. The bubble rises to the surface carrying the desired
material with it.

The performance ofthe flotation cell is dependent on the air
bubble surface area flux in the collection zone of the cell. The
air bubble surface area flux is dependent on the size of the
bubbles and the air injection rate. Controlling the air bubble
surface area flux and air bubble size distribution has tradition-
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2

ally been very difficult. This is a multivariable control prob-
lem and there are no dependable real time feedback mecha-
nisms to use for control.

There is a need in the industry to provide a better way to
separate valuable material from unwanted material, e.g.,
including in such a flotation cell, so as to eliminate problems
associated with using air bubbles in such a separation process.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention provides new and unique mineral
separation techniques using polymer bubbles or beads with
controlled size, density or magnetic properties. According to
some embodiments of the present invention, the surface of the
bubbles or beads is functionalized to be hydrophobic so as to
provide a bonding between the surface and a mineral particle
that is hydrophobic or that has been functionalized to be
hydrophobic through association with one or more collector
molecules. The term “bonding” when used in relation to two
hydrophobic articles, such as the surface of the polymer
bubbles or beads and the mineral particle, is intended to refer
to the situation of when two hydrophobic articles come
together in an aqueous solution to reduce the exposed hydro-
phobic surface area. This new state is at a lower energy state
than when the two articles are separated within the aqueous
solution. The action of the hydrophobic effect originate from
the disruption of highly dynamic hydrogen bonds between
molecules of liquid water for example by the non-polar sol-
ute. A hydrocarbon chain or a similar non-polar region or a
big molecule is incapable of forming hydrogen bonds with
water, and introduction of such a non-hydrogen bonding sur-
face into water causes disruption of the hydrogen bonding
network between water molecules. The hydrogen bonds are
reoriented tangential to such a surface to minimize disruption
of'the hydrogen bonded 3D network of water molecules, thus
leading to a structured water “cage” around the non-polar
surface. The water molecules that form the “cage” (or solva-
tion shell) have restricted mobilities. Additionally, as used
herein, the hydrophobic effect can be said to cause two hydro-
phobic articles to “attract” and/or “attach” to one another. The
bubbles or beads having a hydrophobic surface are referred
herein as synthetic bubbles or beads. The term “polymer” in
this specification means a large molecule made of many units
of'the same or similar structure linked together. Furthermore,
the polymer can be naturally hydrophobic or functionalized
to be hydrophobic.

Therefore, the terms “polymer bubbles or beads” and “syn-
thetic bubbles or beads” are used interchangeably. Some
polymers having a long hydrocarbon chain or silicon-oxygen
backbone, for example, tend to be hydrophobic. Hydrophobic
polymers include, but are not limited to, polystyrene, poly(d,
I-lactide), poly(dimethylsiloxane), polypropylene, poly-
acrylic, polyethylene, etc. The mineral particle or the valuable
material associated with one or more amphiphilic collector
molecules is referred to as a wetted mineral particle. When the
pulp slurry contains a plurality of collectors or collector mol-
ecules, some of the mineral particles will become wetted
mineral particles if the collectors are attached to mineral
particles, thus making the surface of the mineral particles
hydrophobic. Xanthates can be used in the pulp slurry as the
collectors. The bubbles or beads can be made of glass to be
coated with hydrophobic silicone polymer including polysi-
loxanates so that the bubbles or beads become hydrophobic.
The bubbles or beads can be made of metal to be coated with
silicone alkyd copolymer, for example, so as to render the
bubbles or beads hydrophobic. The bubbles or beads can be
made of ceramic to be coated with fluoroalkylsilane, for
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example, so as to render the bubbles and hydrophobic. The
bubbles or beads can be made of hydrophobic polymers, such
as polystyrene and polypropylene to provide a hydrophobic
surface. The bubbles or beads can be made of a polymer that
is functionalized to be hydrophobic, at least on its surface, or
through the entire polymer structure.

The Apparatus

According to some embodiments, the present invention
may takes the form of apparatus such as a synthetic bead that
features a solid-phase body comprising a surface; and a syn-
thetic material provided on the surface, the synthetic material
comprises a plurality of molecules configured to render the
surface hydrophobic, and the molecules also being config-
ured to attract to the surface solid hydrophobic particles hav-
ing mineral particles with hydrophobic elements attached
thereon contained in an aqueous mixture.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic material may include a siloxane derivative, or
polysiloxanates, or hydroxyl-terminated polydimethylsilox-
anes.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the solid-phase body may include an outer part made of some
combination of glass, metal or polymer for providing the
surface.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic material selected from a group consisting of
polystyrene, poly(d,l-lactide), poly(dimethylsiloxane),
polypropylene, polyacrylic, polyethylene, hydrophobically-
modified ethyl hydroxyethyl cellulose polysiloxanates, alkyl-
silane and fluoroalkylsilane. The list, however, is not neces-
sarily exhaustive.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the solid-phase body may be configured to be magnetic, or
para-, ferri- or ferro-magnetic.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic bead may be configured to have a different
density than the aqueous mixture so as to float or sink therein.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic bead may be configured to have substantially the
same density as the aqueous mixture so as to neither float nor
sink therein.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the surface may include physical structures configured to trap
the mineral particles, e.g., like grooves or dents, or configured
as hair-like structures.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
if the mineral particles have a maximum size, then the solid-
phase body may be configured with a body size greater than
the maximum size.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
if the mineral particles have a minimum size, then the solid-
phase body may be configured with a body size smaller than
the minimum size.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the surface may be functionalized to be hydrophobic for
attracting the mineral particles to the surface.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic beads may be configured with a size substan-
tially larger than the mineral particles, with one or more
mineral particles capable of attaching to a bead. According
further to the invention, the beads may also be configured to
have positive buoyancy for applications related to flotation
cells. According to a further embodiment of the invention, the
bead may be configured to have neutral or negative buoyancy
for selecting and separating the mineral particles.
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According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic beads may be configured with a size substan-
tially smaller than the mineral particles, with one or more
beads capable of attaching to a mineral particle. According
further to the invention, the beads may also be configured to
have positive buoyancy for applications related to flotation
cells. According to a further embodiment of the invention, the
bead may be configured to have neutral or negative buoyancy
for selecting and separating the mineral particles.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic beads may be configured with a size substan-
tially larger than the mineral particles, with only a portion of
the surface of the bead functionalized to be attractive to and
attach to one or more mineral particles. According further to
the invention, the beads may also be configured to have posi-
tive buoyancy for applications related to flotation cells.
According to a further embodiment of the invention, the bead
may be configured to have neutral or negative buoyancy for
selecting and separating the mineral particles.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic beads may be configured with a plurality of size
distribution, with some sized substantially smaller than the
mineral particles, some substantially the same size as the
mineral particles, and some substantially larger than the min-
eral particles.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic beads may be configured with a size less than
100 pm for attracting to mineral particles having a substan-
tially similar size, including in applications related to flota-
tion cells; or the synthetic beads may be configured with asize
of about 100 um for attracting to mineral particles having a
substantially similar size; or the synthetic beads may be con-
figured with a size in a range of about 100-200 um for attract-
ing to mineral particles having a substantially similar size; or
the synthetic beads may be configured with a size about 200
um for attracting to mineral particles having a substantially
similar size; or the synthetic beads may be configured with a
size in a range of about 1 mm to 10 mm, including in appli-
cations related to a tailings pond; or the synthetic beads may
be configured with a size in a range of about 200 umto 10 mm,
including for other types or kinds of applications.

The Method

According to some embodiments, the present invention,
the method may feature steps for receiving an aqueous mix-
ture in a processor, the mixture comprising solid hydrophobic
particles having mineral particles with hydrophobic elements
attached thereon; causing a plurality of synthetic beads to
contact with the aqueous mixture in the processor, where said
synthetic bead comprises:

a solid-phase body comprising a surface; and

a synthetic material provided on the surface, the synthetic

material comprising a plurality of molecules configured
to render the surface hydrophobic, the molecules being
configured to attract to the surface the solid hydrophobic
particles in the aqueous mixture.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the method may include one or more of the features set forth
herein.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the method may feature steps for arranging a plurality of
synthetic beads to contact with an aqueous mixture compris-
ing solid hydrophobic particles having mineral particles with
hydrophobic elements attached thereon, said synthetic bead
comprising: a solid-phase body comprising a surface, and a
synthetic material provided on the surface, the synthetic



US 9,327,294 B2

5

material comprises a plurality of molecules configured to
render the surface hydrophobic, the molecules also being
configured to attract the solid hydrophobic particles to the
surface; allowing the solid hydrophobic particles to attach to
the synthetic beads for providing a plurality of enriched syn-
thetic beads, the enriched synthetic beads comprising at least
some of the solid hydrophobic particles attached to the sur-
face of the synthetic beads; and releasing said some of the
solid hydrophobic particles from the surface of the enriched
synthetic beads.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the method may include a step of releasing that includes
washing the enriched synthetic beads with water so as to
remove at least some of the solid hydrophobic particles from
the surface. As the enriched synthetic beads are in the water,
ultrasonic waves can also be applied to the enriched synthetic
beads for removing the solid hydrophobic particles from sur-
face.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the method may include removing the enriched synthetic
beads from the aqueous mixture.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the method may include one or more of the features set forth
herein.

A Hydrophobic Synthetic Structure

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the apparatus may take the form of a hydrophobic synthetic
structure having a solid-phase body comprising a surface; and
a synthetic material provided on the surface, the synthetic
material comprises a plurality of molecules configured to
render the surface hydrophobic, and the combination of the
molecules and the surface being configured to attract and
retain solid hydrophobic particles having mineral particles
with hydrophobic elements attached thereon contained in an
aqueous mixture.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic material may be selected from the following
group: a siloxane derivative, polysiloxanates or hydroxyl-
terminated polydimethylsiloxanes.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the hydrophobic synthetic structure may take the form of
some combination of a mesh-like structure, a membrane-like
structure, a grooved structure, a grate-like structure, a tubular
structure, a hairy structure, a course structure, a smooth struc-
ture, a rectangular structure, a honeycomb-like structure, a
solid bead, or a two-part bead structure with an inner core and
an outer covering, and the surface having a corresponding
structural characteristic based at least partly on the configu-
ration of the corresponding structure.

The Separation Process

The present invention may also take the form of apparatus
for use in, or forming part of, a separation process to be
implemented in separation processor technology, the appara-
tus featuring synthetic bubbles or beads configured with a
polymer or polymer-based material functionalized to be
hydrophobic so as to attach to a wetted valuable material in a
mixture to form an enriched synthetic bubbles or beads hav-
ing the valuable material attached thereto, and also config-
ured to be separated from the mixture based at least partly on
a difference in a physical property between the enriched
synthetic bubbles or beads having the valuable material
attached thereto and the mixture.
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The separation process may be implemented in separation
processor technology which combines the synthetic bubbles
or beads and the mixture, and which provides the enriched
synthetic bubbles or beads having the valuable material
attached thereto that are separated from the mixture based at
least partly on the difference in the physical property between
the enriched synthetic bubbles or beads having the valuable
material attached thereto and the mixture.

Size-Based Separation

The separation process may be implemented using sized-
based separation, where the synthetic bubbles or beads may
be configured to be separated from the mixture based at least
partly on the difference between the size of the enriched
synthetic bubbles or beads having the valuable material
attached thereto in relation to the size of unwanted material in
the mixture.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic bubbles or beads may be configured either so
that the size of the synthetic bubbles or beads is greater than
a maximum ground ore particle size in the mixture, or so that
the size of the synthetic bubbles or beads is less than a mini-
mum ground ore particle size in the mixture.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic bubbles or beads may be configured as solid
polymer bubbles or beads.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic bubbles or beads may be configured with a core
material of sand, silica or other suitable material and also
configured with a polymer encapsulation.

Weight-Based Separation

The separation process may be implemented using weight-
based separation, where the synthetic bubbles or beads are
configured to be separated from the mixture based at least
partly on the difference between the weight of the enriched
synthetic bubbles or beads having the valuable material
attached thereto in relation to the weight of unwanted material
in the mixture.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic bubbles or beads may be configured so that the
weight of the synthetic bubbles or beads is greater than a
maximum ground ore particle weight in the mixture, or so that
the weight of the synthetic bubbles or beads is less than a
minimum ground ore particle weight in the mixture.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic bubbles or beads may be configured as solid
polymer bubbles or beads.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic bubbles or beads may be configured with a core
material of magnetite, air or other suitable material and also
configured with a polymer encapsulation.

Magnetic-Based Separation

The separation process may be implemented using mag-
netic-based separation, where the synthetic bubbles or beads
may be configured to be separated from the mixture based at
least partly on the difference between the para-, ferri-, ferro-
magnetism of the enriched synthetic bubbles or beads having
the valuable material attached thereto in relation to the para-,
ferri, ferro-magnetism of unwanted material in the mixture.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic bubbles or beads may be configured so that the
para-, ferri-, ferro-magnetism of the synthetic bubbles or
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beads is greater than the para-, ferri-, ferro-magnetism of the
unwanted ground ore particle in the mixture.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic bubbles or beads may be configured with a
ferro-magnetic or ferri-magnetic core that attract to paramag-
netic surfaces and also configured with a polymer encapsu-
lation.

Density-Based Separation

The separation process may be implemented using density-
based separation, where the synthetic bubbles or beads may
be configured to be separated from the mixture based at least
partly on the difference between the density of the enriched
synthetic bubbles or beads having the valuable material
attached thereto and the density of the mixture, consistent
with that disclosed in patent application serial no. PCT/US12/
39528, filed 25 May 2011, which is hereby incorporated by
reference in its entirety.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING

Referring now to the drawing, which are not drawn to scale,
the foregoing and other features and advantages of the present
invention will be more fully understood from the following
detailed description of illustrative embodiments, taken in
conjunction with the accompanying drawing in which like
elements are numbered alike:

FIGS. 1-6 show respectively sized-based beads and
bubbles, weight-based polymer beads and bubbles, and mag-
netic-based beads and bubbles according to some embodi-
ments of the present invention, including FIGS. 1 and 2 that
respectively show a size-based solid polymer bead and bubble
and a size-based bead and bubble having a core material and
a polymer encapsulation; FIGS. 3 and 4 that respectively
show a weight-based solid polymer bead and bubble and a
weight-based bead and bubble having a core material and a
polymer encapsulation; and FIGS. 5 and 6 that respectively
show a magnetic-based bead and bubble having a ferro-, or
ferri-, or para-magnetic core and a polymer encapsulation.

FIG. 7a shows a generalized synthetic bubble or bead
which can be a size-based bead or bubble, weight-based poly-
mer beads and bubbles, and magnetic-based beads and
bubbles, having some particles attached to the surface,
according to some embodiments of the present invention.

FIG. 7b illustrates an enlarged portion of the synthetic bead
showing a wetted mineral particle attached to the hydropho-
bic surface of the synthetic bead, according to some embodi-
ments of the present invention.

FIG. 7c illustrates an enlarged portion of the synthetic bead
showing a hydrophobic particle attached to the hydrophobic
surface of the synthetic bead, according to some embodi-
ments of the present invention.

FIG. 8a illustrates a synthetic bead having a body made of
a synthetic material, according to some embodiments of the
present invention.

FIG. 8b illustrates a synthetic bead with a synthetic shell,
according to some embodiments of the present invention.

FIG. 8¢ illustrates a synthetic bead with a synthetic coat-
ing, according to some embodiments of the present invention.

FIG. 84 illustrates a synthetic bead taking the form of a
porous block, a sponge or foam.

FIG. 9aq illustrates a synthetic bead having an elliptical
shape, according to some embodiments of the present inven-
tion.
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FIG. 95 illustrates a synthetic bead having a cylindrical
shape, according to some embodiments of the present inven-
tion.

FIG. 9c¢ illustrates a synthetic bead having a shape of a
block, according to some embodiments of the present inven-
tion.

FIG. 9d illustrates a synthetic bead having an irregular
shape, according to some embodiments of the present inven-
tion.

FIG. 10q illustrates the surface of a synthetic bead with
grooves or rods, according to some embodiments of the
present invention.

FIG. 105 illustrates the surface of a synthetic bead with
dents or holes, according to some embodiments of the present
invention.

FIG. 10c¢ illustrates the surface of a synthetic bead with
stacked beads, according to some embodiments of the present
invention.

FIG. 104 illustrates the surface of a synthetic bead with
hair-like physical structures, according to some embodiments
of the present invention.

FIG. 11 is a diagram of a flotation system, process or
apparatus according to some embodiments of the present
invention.

FIG. 12 is a diagram of a flotation cell or column that may
be used in place of the flotation cell or column that forms part
of'the flotation system, process or apparatus shown in FIG. 11
according to some embodiments of the present invention.

FIG. 13 is a diagram of an apparatus using counter-current
flow for mineral separation, according to some embodiments
of the present invention.

FIG. 14 is a diagram showing the synthetic beads or
bubbles are used to collect valuable material in the tailings,
according to some embodiments of the present invention.

FIG. 15 is a diagram showing the releasing of the valuable
material from the enriched synthetic beads or bubbles,
according to some embodiments of the present invention.

FIG. 16 is a diagram showing the releasing of the valuable
material from the enriched synthetic beads or bubbles in
multiple stages, according to some embodiments of the
present invention.

FIG. 17a shows a generalized synthetic bubble or bead
which can be a size-based bead or bubble, weight-based poly-
mer beads and bubbles, and magnetic-based beads and
bubbles, wherein the bead surface is functionalized to attract
mineral particles to the surface, according to some embodi-
ments of the present invention.

FIG. 175 illustrates an enlarged portion of the synthetic
bead surface showing a mineral particle attached to the func-
tionalized surface of the synthetic bead, according to some
embodiments of the present invention.

FIG. 18a illustrates a wetted mineral particle being
attached to a number of much smaller hydrophobic synthetic
beads at the same time, according to some embodiments of
the present invention.

FIG. 186 illustrates a wetted mineral particle being
attached to a number of slightly larger hydrophobic synthetic
beads at the same time, according to some embodiments of
the present invention.

FIG. 19 is a diagram showing the synthetic beads, accord-
ing to some embodiments of the present invention, are com-
bined with air for use in a flotation cell.

FIGS. 20a and 205 illustrate some embodiments of the
present invention wherein the synthetic bead or bubble have
one portion functionalized to have collector molecules and
another portion functionalized to be hydrophobic, according
to some embodiments of the present invention.
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
at least the surface of the synthetic bubbles or beads is func-
tionalized so that the surface is hydrophobic.

In chemistry, hydrophobicity is the physical property of a

molecule (known as a hydrophobe) that is repelled from a
mass of water. Hydrophobic molecules tend to be non-polar
and, thus, prefer other neutral molecules and non-polar sol-
vents. Hydrophobic molecules in water often cluster together.
According to thermodynamics, matter seeks to be in a low-
energy state, and bonding reduces chemical energy. Water is
electrically polarized, and is able to form hydrogen bonds
internally, which gives it many of its unique physical proper-
ties. But, since hydrophobes are not electrically polarized,
and because they are unable to form hydrogen bonds, water
repels hydrophobes, in favor of bonding with itself. It is this
effect that causes the hydrophobic interaction.
The hydrophobic effect is the observed tendency of nonpolar
substances to aggregate in aqueous solution and exclude
water molecules. It can be observed as the segregation and
apparent repulsion between water and non-polar substances.
The hydrophobic interaction is mostly an entropic effect
originating from the disruption of highly dynamic hydrogen
bonds between molecules of liquid water by the non-polar
solute. A hydrocarbon chain or a similar non-polar region or
a big molecule is incapable of forming hydrogen bonds with
water. The introduction of such a non-hydrogen bonding sur-
face into water causes disruption of the hydrogen bonding
network between water molecules. The hydrogen bonds are
reoriented tangential to such a surface to minimize disruption
of the hydrogen bonded 3D network of water molecules and
thus leads to a structured water “cage” around the nonpolar
surface. The water molecules that form the “cage” (or solva-
tion shell) have restricted mobilities. For example, in the case
of larger non-polar molecules the reorientational and transla-
tional motion of the water molecules in the solvation shell
may be restricted by a factor of two to four. Generally, this
leads to significant losses in translational and rotational
entropy of water molecules and makes the process unfavor-
able in terms of free energy of the system. By aggregating
together, nonpolar molecules reduce the surface area exposed
to water and minimize their disruptive effect.

Froth flotation is a process for selectively separating hydro-
phobic materials from hydrophilic. The process has been
adapted and applied to a wide variety of materials to be
separated, and additional collector agents, including surfac-
tants and synthetic compounds have been adopted for various
applications.

In mining operations, froth flotation is a process for sepa-
rating minerals from gangue by taking advantage of differ-
ences in their hydrophobicity. Hydrophobicity differences
between valuable minerals and waste gangue are increased
through the use of collectors and wetting agents. The selective
separation of the minerals makes processing complex (that is,
mixed) ores economically feasible. The flotation process is
used for the separation of a large range of sulfides, carbonates
and oxides prior to further refinement. Phosphates and coal
are also upgraded (purified) by flotation technology. Froth
flotation commences by comminution (that is, crushing and
grinding), which is used to increase the surface area of the ore
for subsequent processing. The ore include the desired min-
erals and other unwanted materials, know a gangue. The
process of grinding the ore into a fine power is known as
liberation. The fine powder ore is then mixed with water to
form a slurry. The desired mineral is rendered hydrophobic by
the addition of a surfactant or collector chemical. The par-
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ticular chemical depends on which mineral is being refined.
This slurry (more properly called the pulp) of hydrophobic
mineral particles and hydrophilic gangue particles is then
placed in a flotation column or horizontal pipeline wherein
the concentrated mineral is separated from the tailings con-
taining the gangue. To be effective on a given ore slurry, the
collectors are chosen based upon their selective wetting of the
types of particles to be separated. A good collector will
adsorb, physically or chemically, with one of the types of
particles. In a flotation circuit for mineral concentration, vari-
ous flotation reagents are added to a mixture of ore and water
(called pulp) in a conditioning tank. The flow rate and tank
size are designed to give the minerals enough time to be
activated. The conditioner pulp is fed to a bank of rougher
cells which remove most of the desired minerals as a concen-
trate. The rougher pulp passes to a bank of scavenger cells
where additional reagents may be added. The scavenger cell
froth is usually returned to the rougher cells for additional
treatment, but in some cases may be sent to special cleaner
cells. The scavenger pulp is usually barren enough to be
discarded as tails. More complex flotation circuits have sev-
eral sets of cleaner and re-cleaner cells, and intermediate
re-grinding of pulp or concentrate. Because of a number of
other factors, as much as 15% of'the liberated minerals are not
recovered and are discarded as gangue

Collectors

Collectors either chemically bond (chemisorption) on a
hydrophobic mineral surface, or adsorb onto the surface in the
case of, for example, coal flotation through physisorption.
Collectors increase the natural hydrophobicity of the surface,
increasing the separability of the hydrophobic and hydro-
philic particles.

FIGS. 1-6 show the present invention in the form of appa-
ratus or material for use in, or forming part of, a separation
process to be implemented in separation processor technol-
ogy, the apparatus featuring synthetic bubbles or beads indi-
cated by arrows 10 (FIG. 1), 20 (FIG. 2), 30 (FIG. 3),40 (FIG.
4), 50 (FIG. 5), 60 (FIG. 6), configured with a polymer or
polymer-based material 11 (FIG. 1), 21 (FIG. 2), 31 (FIG. 3),
41 (FIG. 4), 51 (FIG. 5), 61 (FIG. 6) functionalized to be
hydrophobic or being naturally hydrophobic so as to attach to
a valuable material 12 (FIG. 1), 22 (FIG. 2), 32 (FIG. 3), 42
(FI1G. 4), 52 (FIG. 5), 62 (FIG. 6) in a mixture so as to form an
enriched synthetic bubble or bead generally indicated as 15
(FIG.1), 25 (FIG. 2), 35 (FIG. 3), 45 (FIG. 3), 55 (FIG. 5), 65
(FIG. 6) having the valuable material 12 (FIG. 1), 22 (FIG. 2),
32 (FIG. 3), 42 (FIG. 4), 52 (FIG. 5), 62 (FIG. 6) attached
thereto, consistent with that disclosed herein, and also con-
figured to be separated from the mixture based at least partly
on a difference in a physical property between the enriched
synthetic bubbles or beads 15 (FIG. 1), 25 (FIG. 2), 35 (FIG.
3), 45 (FIG. 3), 55 (FIG. 5), 65 (FIG. 6) having the valuable
material 12 (FIG. 1), 22 (FIG. 2), 32 (FIG. 3), 42 (FIG. 4), 52
(FIG. 5), 62 (FIG. 6) attached thereto. The mixture can be a
pulp slurry, for example. The valuable material 12 (FIG. 1),
22 (F1G. 2), 32 (FIG. 3), 42 (FIG. 4), 52 (FIG. 5), 62 (FIG. 6)
is wetted in that it has a hydrophobic molecule or molecular
segment attached to the hydrophobic surface of the valuable
mineral to be attracted to the surface of the synthetic bubbles
or beads 10 (FIG. 1), 20 (FIG. 2), 30 (FIG. 3), 40 (FIG. 4), 50
(FIG. 5), 60 (FIG. 6).

In FIG. 1, the synthetic bubble or bead 10 is a size-based
solid polymer bead and bubble 11 functionalized to attach to
the valuable material 12 of interest in the mixture and to be
separated from the mixture based on size. In FIG. 2, the
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synthetic bubble or bead 20 is a size-based bead and bubble 20
having a core material 21 and a polymer encapsulation 23
functionalized to attach to the valuable material 22 of interest
in the mixture and to be separated from the mixture based on
size. By way of example, the core material 21 may include
materials such as sand, silica or other suitable material either
now known or later developed in the future.

Polymers or polymer-based materials that may be func-
tionalized to attach to such a valuable material, such as valu-
ablematerial 12 (FIG.1),22 (FIG. 2), 32 (FIG. 3),42 (FIG.4),
52 (FIG. 5), 62 (FIG. 6), of interest, such as copper, gold,
nickel, lead or other mineral are known in the art, and the
scope of the invention is not intended to be limited to any
particular type or kind thereof. Embodiments are envisioned
using polymers or polymer-based materials now known and
later developed in the future. It should be noted that the
bubbles or beads are referred herein as synthetic bubbles or
beads. The term “polymer” in this specification means a large
molecule made of many units of the same or similar structure
linked together. The unit can be a monomer or an oligomer
which forms the basis of, for example, polyamides (nylon),
polyesters, polyurethanes, phenol-formaldehyde, urea-form-
aldehyde, melamine-formaldehyde, polyacetal, polyethyl-
ene, polyisobutylene, polyacrylonitrile, poly(vinyl chloride),
polystyrene, poly(methyl methacrylates), poly(vinyl
acetate), poly(vinylidene chloride), polyisoprene, polybuta-
diene, polyacrylates, poly(carbonate), phenolic resin, poly-
dimethylsiloxane and other organic or inorganic polymers.
The list here is not necessarily exhaustive. Thus, the synthetic
material can be hard or rigid like plastic or soft and flexible
like an elastomer. While the physical properties of the syn-
thetic beads can vary, the surface of the synthetic beads is
chemically functionalized to provide a plurality of functional
groups to attract mineral particles.

According to the present invention, the synthetic bubbles
or beads 10 or 20 in FIGS. 1 and 2 may be configured to be
separated from the mixture based at least partly on the differ-
ence between the size of the enriched synthetic bubbles or
beads having the valuable material 12, 22 attached thereto in
relation to the size of unwanted material in the mixture. For
example, the synthetic bubble or bead 10 or 20 may be con-
figured either so that the size of the synthetic bubbles or beads
10 or 20 is greater than a maximum ground ore particle size in
the mixture, or so that the size of the synthetic bubbles or
beads 10 or 20 is less than a minimum ground ore particle size
in the mixture. When the particle size is large, a small bubble
or bead may not be able to lift the valuable material upward.
When the particle size is small, the flow around a large bubble
or bead may cause the valuable material to move away from
the bubble or bead. Thus, it would be more efficient to use
smaller bubbles or beads to collect the valuable material in a
small ground.

In FIG. 3, the synthetic bubble or bead 30 is a weight-based
solid polymer bead and bubble 31 functionalized to attach to
the valuable material 32 of interest in the mixture and to be
separated from the mixture based on weight. In FIG. 4, the
synthetic bubbles or beads 40 is a weight-based bead and
bubble 40 having a core material 41 and a polymer encapsu-
lation 43 functionalized to attach to the valuable material 42
of interest in the mixture and to be separated from the mixture
based on weight. The core material 41 may be made of mate-
rials such as magnetite, air or other suitable material and also
configured with a polymer encapsulation.

According to the present invention, the synthetic bubbles
or beads 30, 40 may be configured to be separated from the
mixture based at least partly on the difference between the
weight of the enriched synthetic bubbles or beads having the
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valuable material attached thereto in relation to the weight of
unwanted material in the mixture. For example, the synthetic
bubbles or beads 30, 40 may be configured so that the weight
of the synthetic bubbles or beads is greater than a maximum
ground ore particle weight in the mixture, or so that the
weight of the synthetic bubbles or beads is less than a mini-
mum ground ore particle weight in the mixture.

In FIG. 5, the synthetic bead or bubble 50 is shown as a
magnetic-based bead and bubble having a ferro- or ferri-
magnetic core 51 and a polymer encapsulation 53, such that
the ferro-magnetic or ferri-magnetic core 51 attracts to para-
magnetic surfaces. In FIG. 6, the synthetic bead or bubble is
shown as a magnetic-based bead and bubble having a para-
magnetic core 61 and a polymer encapsulation 63, such that
the para-magnetic core attracts to magnetized surfaces.

According to the present invention, the synthetic bubbles
or beads 50, 60 may be configured to be separated from the
mixture based at least partly on the difference between the
para-, ferri-, ferro-magnetism of the enriched synthetic
bubbles or beads having the valuable material 52, 62 attached
thereto in relation to the para-, ferri-, ferro-magnetism of
unwanted material in the mixture.

For aiding a person of ordinary skill in the art in under-
standing various embodiments of the present invention, FIG.
7a shows a generalized synthetic bubble or bead which can be
a size-based bead or bubble, weight-based polymer beads and
bubbles, and magnetic-based beads and bubbles, having some
particles attached to the surface. FIG. 76 illustrates an
enlarged portion of the synthetic bead showing a wetted min-
eral particle attached to the hydrophobic surface of the syn-
thetic bead. FIG. 7¢ illustrates an enlarged portion of the
synthetic bead showing a hydrophobic particle attached to the
hydrophobic surface of the synthetic bead. The hydrophobic
particle can be mineral related or non-mineral related. The
synthetic bead can be a size-based bead or bubble, weight-
based polymer bead and bubble, and magnetic-based bead
and bubble as described in conjunction with FIGS. 1to 6. The
size of the synthetic bead can be smaller than the minimum
size of the mineral particles which is about 150 um, and can be
larger than the maximum size of the mineral particles. In
certain applications, the size of the synthetic bead can be 1 cm
or larger.

As shown in FIG. 7a, the synthetic bubble or bead 70 has a
bead body to provide a bead surface 74. At least the outside
part of the bead body is made of a synthetic material, such as
ahydrophobic polymer, or a coating of a hydrophobic chemi-
cal. As such, hydrophobic particles 72, 72' are attracted to the
surface 74 to form an enriched synthetic bubble orbead 75. As
shown in FIGS. 7a and 75, the surface 74 of the synthetic
bubble or bead comprises a plurality of molecules 79 which
renders the surface 74 hydrophobic. For example, the surface
74 may be a glass surface coated with polysiloxanates which
have functional groups that bind to the hydroxyl group of the
glass surface. Polysiloxanates, such as hydroxyl-terminated
polydimethysiloxanes, have a silicon-oxygen chain to pro-
vide the hydrophobic molecules 79. The hydrophobic particle
72', as shown in FIG. 75, can be a mineral particle 71' having
one or more collectors 73 attached thereto. One end (78) of
the collector 73 has an ion or charge species for bonding to the
mineral particle 71'. The other end of the collector 73 has a
hydrophobic chain 76 which tends to move into the hydro-
phobic molecules 79 through the action of hydrophobic
effect, as described herein. Thus, the hydrophobic particle 72
can be a wetted mineral particle. A collector, such as xanthate,
has both the functional group 78 and the molecule 76. A
xanthate, for example, has both the functional group 78 and
the molecular segment 76 to be incorporated into the polymer
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that is used to make the synthetic bead 70. A functional group
78 is also known as a collector that is either ionic or non-ionic.
The ion can be anionic or cationic. An anion includes oxyhy-
dryl, such as carboxylic, sulfates and sulfonates, and sulthy-
dral, such as xanthates and dithiophosphates. Other mol-
ecules or compounds that can be used to provide the function
group 78 include, but are not limited to, thionocarboamates,
thioureas, xanthogens, monothiophosphates, hydroquinones
and polyamines.

The hydrophobic particle 72, as shown in FIG. 7¢, canbe a
particle that has a hydrophobic chain 76. Such particle can be
non-mineral related, but it can be arranged to contact with the
hydrophobic synthetic bubbles or beads 70 of the present
inventions. Thus the hydrophobic bubbles or beads 70,
according to some embodiments of the present invention, can
be used in non-mining applications, such as water-pollution
control.

In some embodiments of the present invention, a synthetic
bead has a solid-phase body made of a synthetic material,
such as polymer. The polymer can be rigid or elastomeric. An
elastomeric polymer can be polyisoprene, polybutadiene or
natural rubber based polymer, for example. The body has a
surface comprising a plurality of molecules rendering the
surface hydrophobic for attracting wetted mineral particles to
the surface. A polymer having hydrophobic molecules
attached thereto is referred to as a functionalized polymer. In
one embodiment, the entire body 82 of the synthetic bead 80
is made of'the same functionalized material, as shown in FIG.
8a. In another embodiment, the bead body is a shell, as shown
in FIG. 8b. The shell 84 can be formed by way of expansion,
such as thermal expansion or pressure reduction.

The shell 84 can be a micro-bubble or a balloon. In FI1G. 85,
the shell 84, which is made of functionalized material, has an
interior part 86. The interior part 86 can be filled with air or
gas to aid buoyancy, for example. The interior part 86 can be
used to contain a liquid to be released during the mineral
separation process. The encapsulated liquid can be a polar
liquid or a non-polar liquid, for example. The encapsulated
liquid can contain a depressant composition for the enhanced
separation of copper, nickel, zinc, lead in sulfide ores in the
flotation stage, for example. The shell 84 can be used to
encapsulate a powder which can have a magnetic property so
as to cause the synthetic bead to be magnetic, for example.
The shell 84 can be used to encapsulate a solid core, such as
Styrofoam to aid buoyancy, for example. In yet another
embodiment, only the coating of the bead body is made of
functionalized polymer. As shown in FIG. 8¢, the synthetic
bead has a core 90 made of ceramic, glass or metal and only
the surface of core 90 has a coating 88 of the functionalized
polymer, such as a hydrophobic-modified polymer or polysi-
loxane. The core 90 can be a hollow core or a filled core
depending on the application. The core 90 can be a micro-
bubble, a sphere or balloon. For example, a filled core made of
metal makes the density of the synthetic bead to be higher
than the density of the pulp slurry, for example. The core 90
can be made of a magnetic material so that the para-, ferri-,
ferro-magnetism of the synthetic bead is greater than the
para-, ferri-, ferro-magnetism of the unwanted ground ore
particle in the mixture. In a different embodiment, the syn-
thetic bead can be configured with a ferro-magnetic or ferri-
magnetic core that attract to paramagnetic surfaces. A core 90
made of glass or ceramic can be used to make the density of
the synthetic bead substantially equal to the density of the
pulp slurry so that when the synthetic beads are mixed into the
pulp slurry for mineral collection, the beads can be in a
suspension state.
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It should be understood that the term “bead” may indicate
a spherical shape but does not limit the shape of the synthetic
bead of the present invention to be spherical. In some embodi-
ments ofthe present invention, the synthetic bead 80 can have
an elliptical shape as shown in FIG. 9a. The synthetic bead
can have a cylindrical shape as shown in FIG. 95. The syn-
thetic bead can have a shape of a block as shown in FIG. 9¢.
Furthermore, the synthetic bead can have an irregular shape,
as shown in FIG. 9d.

It should also be understood that the surface of a synthetic
bead, according to the present invention, is not limited to an
overall smooth surface as shown in FIG. 7a. In some embodi-
ments of the present invention, the surface can be irregular
and rough. For example, the surface 74 can have some physi-
cal structures 92 like grooves or rods as shown in FIG. 10a.
The surface 74 can have some physical structures 94 like
holes or dents as shown in FIG. 105. The surface 74 can have
some physical structures 96 formed from stacked beads as
shown in FIG. 10c. The surface 74 can have some hair-like
physical structures 98 as shown in FIG. 104. In addition to the
hydrophobicity on the synthetic beads that attract wetted
mineral particles to the bead surface, the physical structures
can help trapping the mineral particles on the bead surface.
The surface 74 can be configured to be a honeycomb surface
or a sponge-like surface for trapping the wetted mineral par-
ticles and/or increasing the contacting surface.

It should be noted that the synthetic beads of the present
invention can be realized by different ways to achieve the
same goal. Namely, it is possible to use a different means to
attract the wetted mineral particles to the surface of the syn-
thetic beads. For example, the surface of the polymer beads,
shells can be made of a hydrophobic polymer or coated with
hydrophobic gels or sprays. The surface of beads made of
glass, ceramic and metal can be coated with hydrophobic
chemical molecules or compounds. Using the coating of glass
beads as an example, polysiloxanates can be used to function-
alize the glass beads in order to make the synthetic beads. In
the pulp slurry, xanthate and hydroxamate collectors can also
be added therein for collecting the mineral particles and mak-
ing the mineral particles hydrophobic. When the synthetic
beads are used to collect the mineral particles in the pulp
slurry having a pH value around 8-9, it is possible to release
the mineral particles on the enriched synthetic beads from the
surface of the synthetic beads in an acidic solution, such as a
sulfuric acid solution. It is also possible to release the mineral
particles carrying with the enriched synthetic beads by sonic
agitation, such as ultrasonic waves.

FIGS. 11 and 12
Flotation Apparatus

By way of example, FIG. 11 shows the present invention is
the form of apparatus 810, having a flotation cell or column
812 configured to receive a mixture of fluid (e.g. water),
collector chemicals, valuable material and unwanted mate-
rial, e.g., a pulp slurry 814; receive hydrophobic synthetic
bubbles or beads 70 (FIG. 7, for example) that are constructed
to be buoyant when submerged in the pulp slurry or mixture
814. The valuable material, when interacting with the collec-
tor chemicals, may become wetted mineral particles. The
flotation cell or column 812 is configured to allow the hydro-
phobic synthetic or polymer bubbles 70 to attach to the wetted
valuable material in the pulp slurry or mixture 814; and pro-
vide enriched synthetic bubble or beads 75 having the valu-
able material attached thereon. By way of example, the syn-
thetic bubbles or beads 70 may be made from polymer or
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polymer-based materials, or silica or silica-based materials,
or glass or glass-based materials, although the scope of the
invention is intended to include other types or kinds of mate-
rial either now known or later developed in the future.
According to some embodiments of the present invention, the
surface of the synthetic or polymer bubbles 70 comprises a
plurality of molecules, such as polysiloxanes, that render the
surface of the synthetic or polymer bubbles 70 hydrophobic.
For the purpose of describing one example of the present
invention, in FIG. 11 the hydrophobic synthetic bubbles or
beads are shown as polymer or polymer-based bubbles
labeled 70, and the enriched synthetic bubble or beads (see
FIG. 7a) are shown as enriched polymer or polymer-based
bubbles labeled 75. The flotation cell or column 812 is con-
figured with a top portion or piping 820 to provide the
enriched polymer or polymer-based bubbles 75 from the flo-
tation cell or column 812 for further processing consistent
with that set forth herein.

The flotation cell or column 812 may be configured with a
top part or piping 822, e.g., having a valve 822a, to receive the
pulp slurry or mixture 814 and also with a bottom part or
piping 824 to receive the polymer or polymer-based bubbles
70. In operation, the buoyancy of the polymer or polymer-
based bubbles 70 causes them to float upwardly from the
bottom to the top of the flotation cell or column 812 through
the pulp slurry or mixture 814 in the flotation cell or column
812 so as to collide with the water, wetted valuable material
and unwanted material in the pulp slurry or mixture 814. The
hydrophobicity of the polymer or polymer-based bubbles 70
causes them to attach to the wetted valuable material in the
pulp slurry or mixture 814. As a result of the collision
between the polymer or polymer-based bubbles 70 and the
water, valuable material and unwanted material in the pulp
slurry or mixture 814, and the attachment of the polymer or
polymer-based bubbles 70 and the wetted valuable material in
the pulp slurry or mixture 814, the enriched polymer or poly-
mer-based bubbles 75 having the valuable material attached
thereto will float to the top of the flotation cell 812 and form
part of the froth formed at the top of the flotation cell 812. The
flotation cell 812 may include a top part or piping 820 con-
figured to provide the enriched polymer or polymer-based
bubbles 75 having the valuable material attached thereto,
which may be further processed consistent with that set forth
herein. In effect, the enriched polymer or polymer-based
bubbles 75 may be taken off the top of the flotation cell 812 or
may be drained off by the top part or piping 820.

The flotation cell or column 812 may be configured to
contain an attachment rich environment, including where the
attachment rich environment has a high pH, so as to encour-
age the flotation recovery process therein. The flotation
recovery process may include the recovery of ore particles in
mining, including copper. The scope of the invention is not
intended to be limited to any particular type or kind of flota-
tion recovery process either now known or later developed in
the future. The scope of the invention is also not intended to be
limited to any particular type or kind of mineral of interest
that may form part of the flotation recovery process either
now known or later developed in the future.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the polymer or polymer-based bubbles 70 may be configured
with a surface area flux by controlling some combination of
the size of the polymer or polymer-based bubbles 70 and/or
the injection rate that the pulp slurry or mixture 814 is
received in the flotation cell or column 812. The polymer or
polymer-based bubbles 70 may also be configured with a low
density so as to behave like air bubbles. The polymer or
polymer-based bubbles 70 may also be configured with a
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controlled size distribution of medium that may be custom-
ized to maximize recovery of different feed matrixes to tlo-
tation as valuable material quality changes, including as ore
quality changes.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the flotation cell or column 812 may be configured to receive
the polymer or polymer-based bubbles 70 together with air,
where the air is used to create a desired froth layer in the
mixture in the flotation cell or column 812 in order to achieve
adesired grade of valuable material. The polymer or polymer-
based bubbles 70 may be configured to lift the valuable mate-
rial to the surface of the mixture in the flotation cell or col-
umn.

The Thickener 828

The apparatus 810 may also include piping 826 having a
valve 8264 for providing tailings to a thickener 828 config-
ured to receive the tailings from the flotation cell or column
812. The thickener 828 includes piping 830 having a valve
830a to provide thickened tailings 829. The thickener 828
also includes suitable piping 832 for providing reclaimed
water back to the flotation cell or column 812 for reuse in the
process. Thickeners like element 828 are known in the art, and
the scope of the invention is not intended to be limited to any
particular type or kind either now known or later developed in
the future.

The Bead Recovery Process or Processor 850

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the apparatus 810 may further comprises a bead recovery
process or processor generally indicated as 850 configured to
receive the enriched polymer or polymer-based bubbles 75
and provide reclaimed polymer or polymer-based bubbles
852 without the valuable material attached thereon so as to
enable the reuse of the polymer or polymer-based bubbles
852 in a closed loop process. By way of example, the bead
recovery process or processor 850 may take the form of a
washing station whereby the valuable material is mechani-
cally, chemically, or electromagnetically removed from the
enriched polymer or polymer-based bubbles 75.

The bead recovery process or processor 850 may include a
second flotation cell or column 854 having piping 856 with a
valve 856a configured to receive the enriched polymer
bubbles or beads 75; and substantially release the valuable
material from the enriched polymer bubbles or beads 75, and
also having a top part or piping 857 configured to provide the
reclaimed polymer bubbles or beads 852, substantially with-
out the valuable material attached thereon The second flota-
tion cell or column 854 may be configured to contain arelease
rich environment, including where the release rich environ-
ment has a low pH, or including where the release rich envi-
ronment results from ultrasonic waves pulsed into the second
flotation cell or column 854.

The bead recovery process or processor 850 may also
include piping 858 having a valve 856a for providing con-
centrated minerals to a thickener 860 configured to receive
the concentrated minerals from the flotation cell or column
854. The thickener 860 includes piping 862 having a valve
862a to provide thickened concentrate. The thickener 860
also includes suitable piping 864 for providing reclaimed
water back to the second flotation cell or column 854 for reuse
in the process. Thickeners like element 860 are known in the
art, and the scope of the invention is not intended to be limited
to any particular type or kind either now known or later
developed in the future.
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Embodiments are also envisioned in which the enriched
synthetic beads or bubbles are placed in a chemical solution
so the valuable material is dissolved off, or are sent to a
smelter where the valuable material is burned off, including
where the synthetic beads or bubbles are reused afterwards.

The Collision Technique

FIG. 12 shows alternative apparatus generally indicated as
200 in the form of an alternative flotation cell 201 that is based
at least partly on a collision technique between the mixture
and the synthetic bubbles or beads, according to some
embodiments of the present invention. The mixture 202, e.g.
the pulp slurry with collector molecules (73, FIG. 754), may be
received in a top part or piping 204, and the synthetic bubbles
or beads 206 may be received in a bottom part or piping 208.
The flotation cell 201 may be configured to include a first
device 210 for receiving the mixture 202, and also may be
configured to include a second device 212 for receiving the
polymer-based materials. The first device 210 and the second
device 212 are configured to face towards one another so as to
provide the mixture 202 and the synthetic bubbles or beads
206, e.g., polymer or polymer-based materials, using the col-
lision technique. In FIG. 12, the arrows 210a represent the
mixture being sprayed, and the arrows 212a represent the
synthetic bubbles or beads 206 being sprayed towards one
another in the flotation cell 201.

In operation, the collision technique causes vortices and
collisions using enough energy to increase the probability of
touching of the polymer or polymer-based materials 206 and
the valuable material in the mixture 202, but not too much
energy to destroy bonds that form between the polymer or
polymer-based materials 206 and the valuable material in the
mixture 202. Pumps, not shown, may be used to provide the
mixture 202 and the synthetic bubbles or beads 206 are the
appropriate pressure in order to implement the collision tech-
nique.

By way of example, the first device 210 and the second
device 212 may take the form of shower-head like devices
having a perforated nozzle with a multiplicity of holes for
spraying the mixture and the synthetic bubbles or beads
towards one another. Shower-head like devices are known in
the art, and the scope of the invention is not intended to be
limited to any particular type or kind thereof either now
known or later developed in the future. Moreover, based on
that disclosed in the instant patent application, a person
skilled in the art without undue experimentation would be
able to determine the number and size of the holes for spray-
ing the mixture 202 and the synthetic bubbles or beads 206
towards one another, as well as the appropriate pumping
pressure in order to provide enough energy to increase the
probability of touching of the polymer or polymer-based
materials 206 and the valuable material in the mixture 202,
but not too much energy to destroy bonds that form between
the polymer or polymer-based materials 206 and the valuable
material in the mixture 202.

As aresult of the collision between the synthetic bubbles or
beads 206 and the mixture, enriched synthetic bubbles or
beads having the valuable material attached thereto will float
to the top and form part of the froth in the flotation cell 201.
The flotation cell 201 may include a top part or piping 214
configured to provide enriched synthetic bubbles or beads
216, e.g., enriched polymer bubbles as shown, having the
valuable material attached thereto, which may be further pro-
cessed consistent with that set forth herein.

The alternative apparatus 200 may be used in place of the
flotation columns or cells, and inserted into the apparatus or
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system shown in FIG. 11, and may prove to be more efficient
than using the flotation columns or cells.

It should be noted that, the tailings 829 (FIG. 11) and
tailings 229 are usually transported to a tailings pond. The
tailings may still contain about 15% of the valuable material.
The hydrophobic synthetic bubbles or beads 70, according to
some embodiments of the present invention, could also be
used to recover the valuable material in the tailings as shown
in FIG. 14.

FIG. 13
Horizontal Pipeline

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the separation process can be carried out in a horizontal
pipeline as shown in FIG. 13. As shown in FIG. 13, the
hydrophobic synthetic bubbles or beads 308 may be used in,
or form part of, a size-based separation process using coun-
tercurrent flows with mixing implemented in apparatus such
as ahorizontal pipeline generally indicated as 300. In FIG. 13,
the horizontal pipeline 310 is configured with a screen 311 to
separate the enriched synthetic bubbles or beads 302 having
the valuable material attached thereto from the mixture based
at least partly on the difference in size. The horizontal pipe-
line 310 may be configured to separate the enriched synthetic
bubbles or beads 302 having the valuable material attached
thereto from the mixture using countercurrent flows with
mixing, so as to receive in the horizontal pipeline 310 slurry
304 flowing in a first direction A, receive in the horizontal
pipeline 300 synthetic bubbles or beads 308 flowing in a
second direction B opposite to the first direction A, provide
from the horizontal pipeline 308 the enriched synthetic
bubbles or beads 302 having the valuable material attached
thereto and flowing in the second direction B, and provide
from the horizontal pipeline 310 waste or tailings 306 that is
separated from the mixture using the screen 311 and flowing
in the second direction B. In ahorizontal pipeline 310, it is not
necessary that the synthetic beads or bubbles 308 be lighter
than the slurry 304. The density of the synthetic beads or
bubbles 308 can be substantially equal to the density of the
slurry 304 so that the synthetic beads or bubbles can be in a
suspension state while they are mixed with slurry 304 in the
horizontal pipeline 310. It should be noted that collectors for
wetting the mineral particles in the slurry 304 can be added to
the slurry 304 before or after the slurry 304 is received into the
horizontal pipeline 310.

A Physical Property

For the purpose of describing and understanding the
present invention, a physical property is understood to be any
quality that is a measurable whose value describes a physical
system’s state. Changes in the physical properties of a system
can be used to describe its transformations (or evolutions
between its momentary states). Physical properties can be
intensive or extensive, where an intensive property does not
depend on the size or amount of matter in the object, while an
extensive property does. Physical properties are contrasted
with chemical properties which determine the way a material
behaves in a chemical reaction. Physical properties are prop-
erties that do not change the chemical nature of matter.

By way of example, the present invention is described in
relation to physical property of the synthetic beads or bubbles
that take the form of size, weight, magnetism and density.
However, embodiments of the present invention are envi-
sioned using other types or kinds of physical properties either
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now known or later developed in the future, including elec-
trostatic charge, as well as other types or kinds of physical
properties that would allow, or provide for, the synthetic bead
having the valuable material attached thereto to be separated
from the mixture based at least partly on a difference in the
physical property between the enriched synthetic bubbles or
beads having the valuable material attached thereto and the
mixture, consistent with that set forth herein.

Applications

The scope of the invention is described in relation to min-
eral separation, including the separation of copper or other
minerals from ore.

By way of example, applications are envisioned to include
rougher, scavenger, cleaner and rougher/scavenger separa-
tion cells in the production stream, replacing the traditional
flotation machines.

Augmentation of existing flotation machines to combine
the polymer beads and bubbles of the present invention with
traditional air bubbles (see FIG. 19), so as to either replace,
fortify, augment or otherwise aid the air bubbles in the sepa-
ration of mineral particles that would otherwise not be recov-
ered in traditional flotation machines using air alone.

Tailings scavenger cells used to scavenge the unrecovered
minerals from a tailings stream.

Tailings cleaning cell use to clean unwanted material from
the tailings stream before it is sent to the disposal pond.

Tailings reclamation machine that is placed in the tailings
pond or otherwise used to recover valuable mineral that has
been sent to the tailings pond.

The tailings received in a tailings pond can be process to
recover valuable mineral therein using the hydrophobic syn-
thetic bubbles or beads, according to various embodiments of
the present invention. It is understood that the valuable mate-
rial in the tailing ponds are wetted mineral particles or mineral
particles that are not wetted. It is possible to put additional
collector chemicals, such as xanthates, in the tailings pond to
cause the mineral particles to become wetted. By way of
example, a cage or net 920 containing hydrophobic bubbles or
beads 70 can be placed in a tailings pond 910 for a certain
period of time, says hours, days or weeks, so as to allow the
wetted mineral particles to be attached to the hydrophobic
bubbles or beads 70. In this application, the hydrophobic
bubbles or beads 70 are configured to have a density substan-
tially equal to the density of the tailings. As such, the hydro-
phobic synthetic bubbles or beads 70 can be in a suspension
state, instead of moving up to the top or sinking to the bottom
of'the cage or net 920. The size of the hydrophobic synthetic
bubbles or beads 70 can be as small as 100 pm, for example.
However, for the ease of operation, the size of the hydropho-
bic synthetic bubbles or beads 70 can be 1 mm or 1 cm or
larger. The cage or net 920 should have holes or a mesh size
smaller than the beads but large enough to allow the tailings to
get through in order to interact with the hydrophobic syn-
thetic bubbles or beads.

It is possible to move or shake the cage or net 920 so as to
increase the contact between the wetted mineral particles in
the tailings and the hydrophobic synthetic bubbles or beads
70 in the tailings pond 910. A diagram illustrating tailings
pond mineral recovery is shown in FIG. 14 in a setup or
apparatus 900.

After a certain time period, at least part of the hydrophobic
synthetic bubbles or beads 70 become enriched hydrophobic
bubbles or beads 75, the cage or net 920 containing the
enriched bubbles or beads 75 is taken out of the tailings pond
and placed into a release chamber 930. The releasing chamber
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930 is arranged to receive pH-controlled aqueous solution
from a water source 934 through a valve 935 and an acidic
solution source 936 through a valve 937, for example. A low
pH mixture having a pH value ranged from 1-6, for example,
in the release chamber 930 could help releasing the valuable
material from the surface of the enriched bubbles or beads 75.
The pH value in the release chamber 930 can be as low as 0
and as high as 7. The released value material 938 could be
channeled out of the release chamber for further processing.
The excess pH-controlled water or solution 937 can be
reclaimed for further use or discarded. An ultrasonic source or
device 932 can also be used to apply ultrasound waves to the
enriched bubbles or beads 75 for mineral releasing. A dia-
gram illustrating the mineral releasing is shown in FIG. 15 in
a setup or apparatus 925. After the mineral attached to the
enriched hydrophobic synthetic bubbles or beads 75 is sub-
stantially released, the cage or net 920 containing the hydro-
phobic synthetic bubbles or beads 75 can again be placed in
the tailings pond as shown in FIG. 14. It is also possible to
recharge the synthetic bubbles or beads by applying a new
coating of hydrophobic chemical thereon.

In many releasing environments, the pH value is lower than
the pH value for mineral attachment. It should be noted that,
however, when the valuable material is copper, for example, it
is possible to provide a lower pH environment for the attach-
ment of mineral particles and to provide a higher pH environ-
ment for the releasing of the mineral particles from the syn-
thetic beads or bubbles. In general, the pH value is chosen to
facilitate the strongest attachment, and a different pH value is
chosen to facilitate release. Thus, according to some embodi-
ments of the present invention, one pH value is chosen for
mineral attachment, and a different pH value is chosen for
mineral releasing. The different pH could be higher or lower,
depending on the specific mineral and collector.

The releasing of the mineral from the enriched synthetic
bubbles or beads can be carried out in multiple stages, as
shown in FIG. 16. As shown in FIG. 16, the arrangement or
apparatus 927 has two or more release chambers 930a, 9305
being used to remove the valuable material from the enriched
hydrophobic bubbles or beads 75 in a manner similar to a
single release chamber as depicted in FIG. 15.

In a typical mineral separation process, an ore is blasted
into manageable pieces of mineral containing rock. The
blasted ore is then subjected to grinding where the rock is
crushed into small particles in the order of 100 pm. The
particles are referred herein as mineral particles but they also
contain silicate minerals or oxide minerals of little or no
value. These mineral particles, along with gangue minerals,
are mixed with water into a pulp slurry. The synthetic beads,
according to some embodiments of the present invention, are
used to attract the mineral particles to the bead surface. The
enriched synthetic beads, which are the synthetic beads hav-
ing the mineral particles attached thereon, are then separated
from the unwanted rock or gangue minerals by means of
size-based separation, weight-based separation and/or mag-
netic-based separation. For example, the separation can take
place in a flotation cell, in a pipeline where the pulp slurry is
transported from one location to another location, and in a
mixing vat. Thereafter the mineral particles attached to the
enriched synthetic beads are then released from the synthetic
beads for further processing, such as smelting. The releasing
of the mineral particles from the synthetic beads can be car-
ried out in different manners. For example, the enriched syn-
thetic beads can be configured to contact a solution with a low
pH value that interrupts or weakens the bonds between the
mineral particles and the bead surfaces. It is also possible to
submerge the enriched synthetic beads in a solution where
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ultrasonic waves are used to shake loose the mineral particles
from the bead surface. The releasing can be carried out ther-
mally or electromagnetically. For example, the enriched syn-
thetic beads can be subjected to a hot-water wash to weaken
the chemical bond of the functional groups. The enriched
synthetic beads can also be subjected to laser illumination
where a selected laser frequency is used to weaken the chemi-
cal bond. After the releasing process, the reclaimed synthetic
beads can be reused or discarded. The reclaimed synthetic
beads may be recharged in order to replenish the lost func-
tional groups during the separation and releasing processes.
In order to determine whether the reclaimed synthetic beads
are reusable or worth recharging, a fluorescent element can be
incorporated onto the surface of the synthetic beads together
with the functional groups. The fluorescent element is used as
a tag for tracing such that the intensity of the fluorescence
when the fluorescent element is excited can be used as a
gauge.

The hydrophobic synthetic bubbles or beads, according to
various embodiments of the present invention, can also be
used in a dry separation process where the crushed particles
are configured to contact with the hydrophobic synthetic
bubbles or beads by dry mixing. Alternatively, the hydropho-
bic synthetic bubbles or beads can be contained in a filter and
the crushed particles are forced by forced air to pass through
the filter. Again, the mineral particles attached on the enriched
synthetic beads can be released in a low pH environment, in
an ultrasonic agitation environment, in a hot water bath or in
a laser illuminated area.

The synthetic beads, according to some embodiments of
the present invention, can be made with different sizes in
order to attract mineral particles of different sizes. For
example, unlike air bubbles, the synthetic beads of a larger
size can be used to separate or float mineral particles larger
than, say, 200 um. Thus, the grinding of the blasted ore can be
separated into different stages. In the first stage, the rock is
crushed into particles in the order of 200 pm. After the sepa-
ration process using the larger synthetic beads in the slurry
containing these crude particles, the remaining slurry can be
subjected to a finer grinding stage where the crushed rock is
further crushed into particles in the order of 100 um. With the
slurry containing the finer mineral particles, synthetic beads
with a smaller size may be more effective in interacting with
the finer mineral particles. In a flotation cell application, the
bead size can be smaller than 100 pm. In a tailings pond
application, the bead size can be 1 mm to 10 mm or larger.
However, large beads would reduce the hydrophobic surfaces
where the wetted mineral particles can attach to the hydro-
phobic beads. 17. Thus, according to some embodiments of
the present invention, the synthetic beads are configured with
a size less than 100 pum for attracting to mineral particles
having a substantially similar size, including in applications
related to flotation cells; the synthetic beads are configured
with a size of about 100 um for attracting or attaching to
mineral particles having a substantially similar size, smaller
size or larger size; the synthetic beads are configured with a
size in a range of about 50-500 um for attracting or attaching
to mineral particles having a substantially similar size, larger
size or smaller size; the synthetic beads are configured with a
size about 200 pum for attracting or attaching to mineral par-
ticles having a substantially similar size; the synthetic beads
are configured with a size in a range of about 1 mm to 10 mm,
including in applications related to a tailings pond. In general
the synthetic beads are configured with a size in a range of
about 50 pm to 10 mm. But the synthetic beads can be smaller
than 50 um and can be larger than 10 mm.
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It should be noted that, the synthetic beads, according to
some embodiments of the present invention, can be used in
tailings scavenger cells to scavenge the unrecovered minerals
from atailings stream. The synthetic beads can also beused in
a disposal pond or the tailings ponds.

As described in the specification, ore mining is typically
associated with copper and nickel. However, other types or
kinds of valuable material or minerals of interest, include
gold, molybdenum, etc.

It should be noted that the synthetic beads or bubbles,
according to some embodiments, can be used to collect non-
mineral related hydrophobic particles as well. Therefore, the
synthetic beads or bubbles of the present invention include the
synthetic bead arranged to contact with an aqueous mixture
comprising solid hydrophobic particles, wherein the syn-
thetic bead comprises a solid-phase body comprising a sur-
face; and a plurality of molecules attached to the surface, the
molecules comprising a functional group selected to render
the surface hydrophobic. It is followed that the method of
using the synthetic beads or bubbles, according to some
embodiments of the present invention, includes receiving an
aqueous mixture in a processor, the mixture comprising solid
hydrophobic particles; causing a plurality of synthetic beads
to contact with the aqueous mixture in the processor, wherein
the synthetic bead comprises a solid-phase body comprising
asurface; and a plurality of molecules attached to the surface,
the molecules comprising a functional group selected to ren-
der the surface hydrophobic. At least the surface of the solid-
phase body made of or coated with a hydrophobic polymer,
such as polystylene, or a hydrophobically-modified polymer,
such as hydrophobically-modified ethyl hydroxyethyl cellu-
lose. In a different application, the method comprises arrang-
ing a plurality of synthetic beads to contact with an aqueous
mixture comprising solid hydrophobic particles; allowing the
solid hydrophobic particles to attach to the synthetic beads for
providing a plurality of enriched synthetic beads, the enriched
synthetic beads comprising some of the solid hydrophobic
particles attached to the surface of the synthetic beads;
removing the enriched synthetic beads from the aqueous mix-
ture; and releasing some of the solid hydrophobic particles
from the surface of the synthetic beads, wherein the synthetic
bead comprises a solid-phase body comprising a surface; and
aplurality of molecules attached to the surface, the molecules
comprising a functional group selected to render the surface
hydrophobic. Thus, the hydrophobic synthetic bubbles or
beads, according to the present invention, can be used in a
body of water, natural or man-made (including lake, river,
stream, irrigation canal, pool); water in drainage, water treat-
ment pools. Thus, the tailings pond 900 as depicted in FIG. 14
can also be considered as a body of water or a pool of water in
which the hydrophobic beads can be used for pollution con-
trol or other water treatment purposes. Furthermore, the par-
ticle 71' as shown in FIG. 76 can be a valuable material from
an ore, but it can also be non-mineral particle and something
to be rid of from the water. For example, the particle 71' can
be some heavy metal that is harmful for the environment.

It should be understood that the synthetic bubble or bead as
shown in FIGS. 1-6, 8a-10c¢, can be functionalized to attract
the valuable material in a different way. FIG. 17a shows a
generalized synthetic bubble or bead which can be a size-
based bead or bubble, weight-based beads and bubbles, and
magnetic-based beads and bubbles, having some particles
attached to the surface. FIG. 175 illustrates an enlarged por-
tion of the synthetic bead surface showing a mineral particle
attached to the functionalized surface of the synthetic bead.
As shown in FIG. 174, the synthetic bubble or bead 170 has a
bead body to provide a bead surface 174. At least the outside
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part of the bead body is made of a synthetic material, such as
a functionalized polymer, or a coating of a functionalized
polymer to attract mineral particles 172. As shown in FIG.
175, the surface 174 of the synthetic bubble or bead is func-
tionalized to provide a plurality of molecules 73. Each of the
molecule 73 has a functional group to attract the mineral
particle 172. The molecule 73 also has a molecular segment
(such as hydrocarbon chain) 76 attached to the bead surface
174. The molecule 73 is also known as a collector molecule,
such as a xanthate. The functional group 78 is also known as
a collector that is either ionic or non-ionic. The ion can be
anionic or cationic. An anion includes oxyhydryl, such as
carboxylic, sulfates and sulfonates, and sulthydral, such as
xanthates and dithiophosphates. Other molecules or com-
pounds that can be used to provide the functional group 78
include thionocarboamates, thioureas, xanthogens, mono-
thiophosphates, hydroquinones and polyamines. The syn-
thetic bead 170 can be made of a polymer or coated with a
polymer comprising a plurality of molecules 73 to provide the
functional groups 78. The term “polymer” means a large
molecule made of many units of the same or similar structure
linked together. The unit can be a monomer or an oligomer
which forms the basis of, for example, polyester, urethane,
ester, polyester, amide, polyurea, acrylyte, polyolefin, phe-
nolic resin, polydimethylsiloxane, polyvinyl chloride, poly-
ethylene, polypropylene, polyvinylidene fluoride, and other
organic or inorganic polymers. Thus, the synthetic material
can be hard or rigid like plastic or soft and flexible like an
elastomer. While the physical properties of the synthetic
beads can vary, the surface of the synthetic beads is chemi-
cally functionalized to provide a plurality of functional
groups to attract mineral particles. The terms “valuable mate-
rial” and “mineral particle” are used interchangeable.

FIG. 18a illustrates a scenario where a wetted mineral
particle 72' is attached to a number of hydrophobic synthetic
beads 74 at the same time. Thus, although the synthetic beads
74 are much smaller in size than the wetted mineral particle
72', a number of synthetic beads 74 may be able to lift the
wetted mineral particle 72' upward in a flotation cell. A wetted
mineral particle 72' comprises a mineral particle 71 having
one or more collector molecules 73 attached thereto. Like-
wise, a smaller wetted mineral particle 72' can also be lifted
upward by a number of hydrophobic synthetic beads 74 as
shown in FIG. 185. In order to increase the likelihood for this
“cooperative” lifting to occur, a large number of hydrophobic
synthetic beads 74 can be mixed into the slurry. Unlike air
bubbles, the density of the synthetic beads can be chosen such
that the synthetic beads may stay along in the slurry before
they rise to surface in a flotation cell.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the synthetic beads 74, 174 are configured to be larger than the
mineral particles 72', 172 as shown in FIGS. 7a and 17a. As
such, a plurality of mineral particles 72', 172 may attach to
one synthetic bead 74, 174. According to other embodiments
of'the present invention, the synthetic beads 74 are configured
to be smaller than the mineral particles 71 as shown in FIG.
18a. As such, a plurality of synthetic beads 74 may attach to
one mineral particle 71. The size of the synthetic beads 74 can
also be about the same as the size of the mineral particle 71 as
shown in FIG. 185.

FIG. 19 is a diagram showing the synthetic beads 74,
according to some embodiments of the present invention, are
used in a traditional flotation cell 99 for the augmentation of
existing flotation process. The synthetic beads and bubbles 74
of'the present invention are mixed with traditional air bubbles,
so0 asto either replace, fortify, augment or otherwise aid the air
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bubbles in the separation of mineral particles that would
otherwise not be recovered in traditional flotation machines
using air alone.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
only a portion of the surface of the synthetic bead 74 is
functionalized to be hydrophobic. This has the benefits as
follows:

1. Keeps too many beads from clumping together—or lim-
its the clumping of beads,

2. Once a mineral is attached, the weight of the mineral is
likely to force the bead to rotate, allowing the bead to be
located under the bead as it rises through the flotation cell;

a. Better cleaning as it may let the gangue to pass through

b. Protects the attached mineral particle or particles from

being knocked off, and

c. Provides clearer rise to the top collection zone in the

flotation cell.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
only a portion of the surface of the synthetic bead is function-
alized with collectors. This also has the benefits of

1. Once a mineral is attached, the weight of the mineral is
likely to force the bead to rotate, allowing the bead to be
located under the bead as it rises through the flotation cell;

a. Better cleaning as it may let the gangue to pass through

b. Protects the attached mineral particle or particles from

being knocked off, and

c. Provides clearer rise to the top collection zone in the

flotation cell.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
one part of the synthetic bead is functionalized with collectors
while another part of same synthetic bead is functionalized to
be hydrophobic as shown in FIGS. 20a and 2056. As shown in
FIG. 204, a synthetic bead 74 has a surface portion where
polymer is functionalized to have collector molecules 73 with
functional group 78 and molecular segment 76 attached to the
surface of the bead 74. The synthetic bead 74 also has a
different surface portion where polymer is functionalized to
have hydrophobic molecules 79. In the embodiment as shown
in FIG. 205, the entire surface of the synthetic bead 74 can be
functionalized to have collector molecules 73, but a portion of
the surface is functionalized to have hydrophobic molecules
79 render it hydrophobic.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
one part of the synthetic bead is functionalized with collectors
while another part of same synthetic bead is functionalized to
be hydrophobic and this “hybrid” synthetic bead is config-
ured foruse in a traditional flotation cell as well. The “hybrid”
synthetic bead (see FIGS. 20a and 205) has a hydrophobic
portion and a separate collector portion. When the “hybrid”
beads are mixed with air in the flotation cell, some of them
will attach to the air bubbles because of the hydrophobic
portion. As the “hybrid” synthetic bead is attached to an air
bubble, the collector portion of the attached bead can collect
mineral particles with the functional groups. Thus, the syn-
thetic beads, according to some embodiments of the present
inventions, can be used to replace the air bubbles, or to work
together with the air bubbles in a flotation process.

This “hybrid” synthetic bead can collect mineral particles
that are wet and not wet.

According to some embodiments of the present invention,
the surface of a synthetic bead can be functionalized to have
a collector molecule. The collector has a functional group
with an ion capable of forming a chemical bond with a min-
eral particle. A mineral particle associated with one or more
collector molecules is referred to as a wetted mineral particle.
According to some embodiments of the present invention, the
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synthetic bead can be functionalized to be hydrophobic in
order to collect one or more wetted mineral particles.

It should be understood that the synthetic beads according
to the present invention, whether functionalized to have a
collector or functionalized to be hydrophobic, are also con-
figured for use in oilsands separation—to separate bitumen
from sand and water in the recovery of bitumen in an oilsands
mining operation. Likewise, the functionalized filters and
membranes, according to some embodiments of the present
invention, are also configured for oilsands separation.

The scope of the invention is intended to include other
types or kinds of applications either now known or later
developed in the future.

The Scope of the Invention

It should be further appreciated that any of the features,
characteristics, alternatives or modifications described
regarding a particular embodiment herein may also be
applied, used, or incorporated with any other embodiment
described herein. Although the invention has been described
and illustrated with respect to exemplary embodiments
thereof, the foregoing and various other additions and omis-
sions may be made therein and thereto without departing
from the spirit and scope of the present invention.

What is claimed is:

1. A synthetic bead, said synthetic bead comprising:

a solid-phase body comprising a surface; and

a synthetic material provided on at least a portion of the

surface, the synthetic material comprises a plurality of
molecules configured to render at least said portion of
the surface hydrophobic, and the molecules also being
configured to attract to the surface solid hydrophobic
particles having mineral particles contained in an aque-
ous mixture, the mineral particles having hydrophobic
element attached thereon, wherein the solid-phase body
comprises an outer part made of glass, ceramic or a
polymer for providing the surface and wherein the syn-
thetic material comprise a siloxane derivative, or polysi-
loxanates, hydroxyl-terminated polydimethylsiloxanes,
or is selected from a group consisting of poly(dimethyl-
siloxane), hydrophobically-modified ethyl hydroxy-
ethyl cellulose polysiloxanates, alkylsilane and fluoro-
alkylsilane.

2. The synthetic bead according to claim 1, wherein the
solid-phase body comprises an outer part made of metal for
providing the surface.

3. The synthetic bead according to claim 1, wherein the
synthetic bead has a different density than the aqueous mix-
ture so as to float or sink therein.

4. The synthetic head according to claim 1, wherein the
synthetic bead has substantially the same density as the aque-
ous mixture so as to neither float nor sink therein.

5. The synthetic bead according to claim 1, wherein the
surface comprises physical structures configured to trap the
mineral particles.

6. The synthetic bead according to claim 5, wherein the
physical structures comprise grooves or dents.

7. The synthetic bead according to claim 6, wherein the
physical structures comprise hair-like structures.

8. The synthetic bead according to claim 1, wherein the
mineral particles have a maximum size and the solid-phase
body has a body size greater than the maximum size.

9. The synthetic bead according to claim 1, wherein the
mineral particles have a minimum size and the solid-phase
body has a body size smaller than the minimum size.
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10. The synthetic bead according to claim 1, wherein the
surface is also configured with a functional group so as to be
a collector for also attracting the mineral particles to the
surface.
11. The synthetic bead according to claim 1, wherein the
synthetic beads are configured with a size less than 100 um for
attracting to mineral particles having a substantially similar
size, including in applications related to flotation cells.
12. The synthetic bead according to claim 1, wherein the
synthetic beads are configured with a size of about 100 um for
attracting or attaching to mineral particles having a substan-
tially similar size, smaller size or larger size.
13. The synthetic bead according to claim 1, wherein the
synthetic beads are configured with a size in a range of about
50-500 pm for attracting or attaching to mineral particles
having a substantially similar size.
14. The synthetic bead according to claim 1, wherein the
synthetic beads are configured with a size about 200 pum for
attracting or attaching to mineral particles having a substan-
tially similar size.
15. The synthetic bead according to claim 1, wherein the
synthetic beads are configured with a size in a range of about
1 mm to 10 mm, including in applications related to a tailings
pond.
16. The synthetic bead according to claim 1, wherein the
synthetic beads are configured with a size in a range of about
50 pm to 10 mm.
17. A method comprising:
receiving an aqueous mixture in a processor, the mixture
comprising solid hydrophobic particles having mineral
particles with hydrophobic elements attached thereon;

causing a plurality of synthetic beads to contact with the
aqueous mixture in the processor,

said synthetic bead comprising:

a surface; and

a synthetic material provided on the surface, the synthetic
material comprising a plurality of molecules configured
to render the surface hydrophobic, the molecules being
configured to attract to the surface the solid hydrophobic
particles in the aqueous mixture, wherein the solid-
phase body comprises an outer part made of glass,
ceramic or a polymer, and wherein the synthetic material
comprise a siloxane derivative, or polysiloxanates,
hydroxyl-terminated polydimethylsiloxanes, or is
selected from a group consisting of poly(dimethylsilox-
ane), hydrophobically-modified ethyl hydroxyethyl cel-
Iulose polysiloxanates, alkylsilane and fluoroalkylsi-
lane.

18. A method comprising:

arranging a plurality of synthetic beads to contact with an

aqueous mixture comprising solid hydrophobic par-
ticles having mineral particles with hydrophobic ele-
ments attached thereon, said synthetic bead comprising:

a surface, and

a synthetic material provided on the surface, the synthetic

material comprises a plurality of molecules configured
to render the surface hydrophobic, the molecules also
being configured to attract the solid hydrophobic par-
ticles to the surface in the aqueous mixture, wherein the
solid-phase body comprises an outer part made of glass,
ceramic or a polymer, and wherein the synthetic material
comprise a siloxane derivative, or polysiloxanates,
hydroxyl-terminated polydimethylsiloxanes, or is
selected from a group consisting of poly(dimethylsilox-
ane), hydrophobically-modified ethyl hydroxyethyl cel-
Iulose polysiloxanates, alkylsilane and fluoroalkylsi-
lane;
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allowing the solid hydrophobic particles to attach to the
synthetic beads for providing a plurality of enriched
synthetic beads, the enriched synthetic beads compris-
ing at least some of the solid hydrophobic particles
attached to the surface of the synthetic beads; and

releasing said some of the solid hydrophobic particles from
the surface of the enriched synthetic beads.

19. The method according to claim 18, wherein the step of
releasing comprises washing the enriched synthetic beads
with water so as to remove at least some of the solid hydro-
phobic particles from the surface.

20. The method according to claim 18, wherein the method
comprises removing the enriched synthetic beads from the
aqueous mixture.

21. A hydrophobic synthetic structure comprising:

a solid-phase body comprising a surface; and

a synthetic material provided on the surface, the synthetic

material comprises a plurality of molecules configured
to render the surface hydrophobic, and the combination
of the molecules and the surface being configured to
attract to the surface solid hydrophobic particles having
mineral particles contained in an aqueous mixture,
wherein the synthetic material comprises a siloxane
derivative, or polysiloxanates, hydroxyl-terminated
polydimethylsiloxanes, or is selected from a group con-
sisting of poly(dimethylsiloxane), hydrophobically-
modified ethyl hydroxyethyl cellulose polysiloxanates,
alkylsilane and fluoroalkylsilane.

22. The hydrophobic synthetic structure according to claim
21, wherein the hydrophobic synthetic structure takes the
form of either a mesh-like structure, a membrane-like struc-
ture, a grooved structure, a grate-like structure, a tubular
structure, a hairy structure, a course structure, a smooth struc-
ture, a rectangular structure, a honeycomb-like structure, a
solid bead, or a two-part bead structure with an inner core and
an outer covering, and the surface having a corresponding
characteristic based at least partly on the configuration of the
corresponding structure.

23. The synthetic bead according to claim 1, comprising a
shell for providing the surface.

24. The synthetic bead according to claim 1, only a portion
of the surface is configured to be hydrophobic.

25. The synthetic bead according to claim 24, where
another portion of the surface is functionalized to have one or
more collector molecules.

26. The synthetic bead according to claim 1, where a por-
tion of the surface is configured to be hydrophobic.

27. The synthetic bead according to claim 1, comprising a
porous body for providing the surface.
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28. The synthetic bead according to claim 1, wherein the
solid-phase body is configured to be magnetic, or para-, ferri-
or ferro-magnetic.

29. The method according to claim 17, wherein the syn-
thetic bead has a different density than the aqueous mixture so
as to float or sink therein.

30. The method according to claim 17, wherein the syn-
thetic bead has substantially the same density as the aqueous
mixture so as to neither float nor sink therein.

31. The method according to claim 17, wherein the surface
comprises physical structures configured to trap the mineral
particles.

32. The method according to claim 31, wherein the physi-
cal structures comprise grooves or dents.

33. The method according to claim 32, wherein the physi-
cal structures comprise hair-like structures.

34. The method according to claim 17, wherein the mineral
particles have a maximum size and the solid-phase body has
a body size greater than the maximum size.

35. The method according to claim 17, wherein the mineral
particles have a minimum size and the solid-phase body has a
body size smaller than the minimum size.

36. The method according to claim 17, wherein the surface
is also configured with a functional group so as to be a col-
lector for also attracting the mineral particles to the surface.

37. The method according to claim 17, wherein the syn-
thetic beads are configured with a size less than 100 um for
attracting to mineral particles having a substantially similar
size, including in applications related to flotation cells.

38. The method according to claim 17, wherein the syn-
thetic beads are configured with a size of about 100 um for
attracting or attaching to mineral particles having a substan-
tially similar size, smaller size or larger size.

39. The method according to claim 17, wherein the syn-
thetic beads are configured with a size in a range of about
50-500 pm for attracting or attaching to mineral particles
having a substantially similar size.

40. The method according to claim 17, wherein the syn-
thetic beads are configured with a size about 200 um for
attracting or attaching to mineral particles having a substan-
tially similar size.

41. The method according to claim 17, wherein the syn-
thetic beads are configured with a size in a range of about 1
mm to 10 mm, including in applications related to a tailings
pond.

42. The method according to claim 17, wherein the syn-
thetic beads are configured with a size in a range of about 50
um to 10 mm.



